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The Guatemalan tourism industry the country's second- largest foreign-exchange earner remains
in a slump, largely because of the chronic social and political violence that has earned the country a
reputation as the hemisphere's worst human rights violator. Nevertheless, the government expects
a boom in tourism after the country's 36-year civil war finally comes to an end. In a new study of
the tourism industry, Guatemala's central bank (Banco de Guatemala, BANGUAT) estimates that,
during the past 10 years, income from tourism has grown by a robust annual average of nearly 8%,
making the tourism sector the country's second-highest dollar earner after coffee, Guatemala's
principal export product.
According to the study, released in June, in 1995 tourism-related activities generated nearly US
$277 million, representing 14.2% of total export income last year and accounting for 7% of GDP.
Currently, about 63,000 people work in areas either directly or indirectly related to tourism, and,
if the average growth of the past decade continues, BANGUAT estimates that, by the year 2000,
about 85,000 people will work in tourism- related activities. Nevertheless, growth in tourism during
the past 15 years has been erratic, largely because of the chronic social and political violence that
continues to plague Guatemala. For example, during the first half of the 1980s when a guerrilla war
gripped the country tourism plummeted.
Between 1980 and 1984, the number of foreign visitors to Guatemala dropped by nearly 60%, from
466,100 to just 191,900. With the return to a democratically elected civilian government in 1986, the
tourism industry began a steady, prolonged rebound. But in 1994, the industry entered another
slump, once again because of a deterioration in political and social conditions in Guatemala. That
year, a series of violent, xenophobic attacks on foreigners suspected of kidnapping children for sale
to adoptive families abroad dramatically stained the country's international image.
The US State Department emitted a travel warning advising US citizens not to visit the country, and
the German, Swiss, and British governments all put out similar advisories (see NotiSur, 11/16/95).
As a result, the number of visitors to Guatemala dropped by 4.4% in 1994, from 561,917 in 1993
to 537,444. Income as well fell by 3%, from US$265 million to US$258 million. In 1995, the sector
appeared to be on the rebound again. Last year, 563,478 people visited the country, a 5% increase
compared with 1994, and tourism-related earnings jumped by 7.4%. But in late September, the
Guatemalan Tourism Institute (INGUAT) released a new report on tourism during the first seven
months of this year, which shows that, despite the growth in 1995, the sector is still in a major slump.
From January through July, a total of 301,665 foreigners visited the country, a 6.1% drop compared
with the same period in 1995, when 321,103 tourists entered Guatemala.
In fact, INGUAT estimates that by year-end, the number of tourists visiting the country will have
fallen to its lowest level since 1992. Despite the drop in tourists, income from tourism during the first
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seven months increased by 5.1%, from US$158 million earned in the January-July period last year
to US$166 million this year. Nevertheless, INGUAT says the increase is almost entirely because of
price gouging by tourism-related businesses that were trying to make up for the slump in activities,
although some of the extra earnings may be because tourists are staying longer in the country.
Currently, tourists remain on average 7.1 days once they enter Guatemala, up from a 5.9-day
average in 1988. Government officials and independent economists agree that the central reason
for the current slump is the country's poor image abroad, which generally has not improved since
the 1994 attacks against foreigners, even though no new xenophobic assaults have taken place since
then. "The drop in tourism is directly attributable to the persistent stain on our foreign image, built
up by 36 years of civil war," said INGUAT deputy director John Carroll. "The high levels of social
violence and common crime encouraged some governments to recommend that their citizens not
travel to Guatemala, and that legacy is hard to shake."
Still, given the huge strides forward in peace negotiations with the guerrillas, and the likelihood
that a final peace accord with the rebels will be signed by year-end, the government expects to
improve the country's image as a tourist destination, leading to a boom in tourism in the coming
years. Indeed, the progress in the peace process, combined with the absence of any new attacks on
foreigners, encouraged the US government to lift its travel warning on Guatemala in August. The
US consular office continues to "advise" tourists to be careful in many areas of the country because
of high rates of delinquency, but it no longer warns them not to visit the country, and it generally
emphasizes that the threat of guerrilla violence is minimal.
"INGUAT expects a noticeable increase in tourism after a peace accord is signed," said its marketing
director, Jose Juarez. "The peace process is contributing greatly to improving our image abroad.
We can now promote the country as a safe place for foreign visitors." In fact, INGUAT has already
launched a major promotional campaign that will gain force in the coming months. The campaign
is targeting the US and Mexican markets, which provide a large percentage of the foreign visitors
to Guatemala each year. In the US, the government plans a media blitz, whereby INGUAT will
contract with major tourism and sports magazines, as well as advertising agencies, to publish
spreads on Guatemala as a tourist destination.
Among the publications that will run articles and ads are Backpacking & Hiking, Golf, Birdwatching,
Sailing, Archeology, Cross Country Skiing, Whitewater Rafting, and Scuba Diving, some of which
will charge as much as US$200,000 for the coverage. INGUAT also plans to make some 800 pages
of information on Guatemala available to tourists through the Internet. Also, in mid-October,
INGUAT held a two-day fair in Mexico to promote tourism to Guatemala, sponsored by some 500
travel agencies and other tourism-related businesses. Mexico has been a fast-growing market for
visitors to Guatemala. Between 1991 and 1995, Mexican tourists travelling to the country grew by
47%, from 31,625 to 46,323. In addition, in September INGUAT began eliminating visa requirements
for tourists from most countries around the world, starting with Mexico and the other Central
American nations. By year-end, visas will be eliminated for most South American nations, although
the requirements will be maintained for citizens from Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru given
the problems with drug trafficking in those countries. Still, although INGUAT hopes to greatly
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 55463
ISSN: 1089-1560

increase the number of tourists visiting the country, just as important is the effort to increase the
average length of stay and the amount that each tourist spends while in Guatemala.
For example, the elimination of visas and other customs hassles for Mexicans is, in large part,
aimed at increasing the number of Mexicans who enter the country by land using their own
vehicles. "What we most want is for tourists to come to the country in cars, rather than by public
transportation with suitcases under their arms, because they spend more that way," said INGUAT
head Richard Callaway. "Mexicans will now be able to enter the country easily in their own vehicles.
This way, they can fill up their cars with everything they want, rather than just stuff a few souvenirs
in their luggage." According to the Guatemalan Tourism Chamber (CAMTUR), the goal is to
increase the number of tourists by about 7% annually, while lengthening the average stay from
7.1 days to 8.5. That, in turn, would increase the average amount spent from the current rate of
about US$69 per day to between US$80 and US$90 per day. [Sources: Inforpress Centroamericana
(Guatemala), 07/04/96; Agence France-Presse, 08/14/96; International Market Insights, US Embassy
(Guatemala), 07/18/96, 08/19/96; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias- Spanish news service
EFE, 06/04/96, 06/05/96, 09/01/96; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 07/10/96, 07/15/96, 07/25/96, 08/05/96,
08/16/95, 08/21/96, 08/25/96, 08/28/96, 09/28/96; Siglo Veintiuno (Guatemala), 07/04/96, 07/06/96,
07/08/96, 08/09/96, 08/13/96, 08/21/96, 08/22/96, 09/25/96, 09/28/96, 10/07/96]
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